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This article provides a synoptic account of historically changing conceptions and prac-
tices of social justice in Australian higher education policy. It maps the changes in
this policy arena, beginning with the period following the Second World War and con-
cluding with an analysis of the most recent policy proposals of the Bradley Review.
Concurrently, it explores the different meanings ascribed to social justice, equity and
social inclusion over this time span and what these have meant and will mean for stu-
dents, particularly those from low socio-economic backgrounds. It concludes that a
relational understanding of social justice – ‘recognitive justice’ – is yet to inform stu-
dent equity policy in higher education, although this is now what is required in the
context of the planned shift from mass to universal participation.
Keywords: education policy; higher education; social inclusion; social justice; student
equity; widening participation
Introduction
This article provides a partial and historical policy analysis of Australian higher education
since its inception in the mid-nineteenth century. The article’s interests are explored on
three levels. In the background, there is an analysis of the relationship between social and
economic policy, particularly the extent to which economic concerns dominate government
policy agendas. Second, there is an interest in illustrating the extent to which higher edu-
cation policy (and education policy more generally) is variously subsumed by the social
and/or the economic. Third, and most explicitly, the article examines the social justice
intent of Australian higher education policy and how this is differently expressed at times
of expansion and consolidation in the system.
In making assessments about the latter, we are informed by Gale and Densmore’s
(2000) three perspectives on social justice: distributive, retributive and recognitive.
Distributive justice can be defined in terms of ‘freedom, social cooperation and com-
pensation for those who lack the basics . . . [achieved] through proportional distributions
to individuals and groups’ (p. 27). Retributive justice is concerned with ‘liberty and the
protection of rights . . . [and] open competition and protection of life and property . . .
[including] punishment for those who infringe these rights’ (p. 27). Recognitive jus-
tice involves the ‘provision of the means for all people to exercise their capabilities and
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30 T. Gale and D. Tranter
determine their actions . . . [through] processes that generalise the interests of the least
advantaged’ (p. 27).
Drawing on these perspectives, we characterise the social justice inflection of expan-
sionist higher education policy in Australia since the Second World War in terms of
‘compensation’, ‘equal opportunity’ and ‘equity’. In Gale and Densmore’s (2000) terms,
each of these is a form of distributive justice. We also note periods of higher education pol-
icy that are informed by retributive justice, although they are not periods with an explicit
expansionist agenda. To date, recognitive justice has been largely absent from Australian
higher education policy.
The structure of the article is primarily chronological. We begin with an overview of
the shifts in Australia from elite to mass towards universal higher education and note that
increasing access to higher education has not been of equal benefit to all Australians. We
then canvass how successive Australian governments have sought to address this problem:
some by attempting to expand the system to accommodate all students of merit, others
by diverting students to other educational options and still others by aiming to distribute
places in proportion to the representation within the population. We conclude that to be
socially just in recognitive terms, higher education policy must recognise the interests of
the least advantaged by developing a deeper understanding of the knowledges, values and
understandings of those who are under-represented and excluded from higher education,
especially people from lower socio-economic backgrounds.
From elite to mass to near universal higher education
The history of higher education in Australia commenced in 1850 with the establishment of
the University of Sydney ‘to promote useful knowledge and to encourage the residents of
New South Wales to pursue a regular course of liberal education’ (University of Sydney,
2010). Prior to this, the sons of Australia’s privileged elite were sent to England to attend
university and often for their secondary education. The scarcity of secondary education
opportunities in Australia meant that it took 30 years before the University’s annual enrol-
ment reached 100 students. In the meantime, universities were established in Melbourne
(1853), Adelaide (1874) and Hobart (1890).1 These early Australian universities were
largely about social reproduction of the elite, ‘agencies of civilisation – to improve the
moral character of the colony’ (University of Melbourne, 2007). They initially taught a
classical education of Greek, Latin, Mathematics and Science to a privileged few, extend-
ing, with some resistance in the 1860s at Melbourne and 1890s at Sydney, ‘to provide
professional training for young men and women of the affluent classes . . . occasionally
offering the chance for poor but brilliant scholarship students to rise professionally and
socially’ (University of Melbourne, 2007).
Women were admitted early to Australian universities (Adelaide and Melbourne in
1881) well ahead of Oxford (1920) and Cambridge (1948), but little information is avail-
able about the demographics of Australian university students prior to the Second World
War, suggesting that ‘little importance was attached to issues relating to the social ori-
gins of students. . . . The status quo of the distribution of goods and privileges in society
were simply accepted’ (Anderson & Vervoorn, 1983, p. 5). It was not until after World
War II that Australians in general began to perceive education as a means to improving the
life chances of individuals, no matter their social origins (Anderson & Vervoorn, 1983).
This was reflected in the expanding provision of secondary schooling in response to an
expanding student population of baby boomers. Still, it was not until the late-1960s and
early-1970s that the number of students matriculating from secondary school began to
outweigh the number of places available.
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Spawned by an expanding secondary school system and more students staying on to
complete the final year, the last fifty years of the twentieth century saw a remarkable trans-
formation of higher education in Australia, moving from an elite system catering to less
than 4% of 17- to 22-year-olds in the 1950s to a mass system (Trow, 2006) with 32%
of that age group participating by 2002 (Martin & Karmel, 2002). At that time Martin
and Karmel estimated that the lifetime probability of attending university in Australia was
nearly 50%, approaching Trow’s definition of universal participation. Recent Organisation
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) figures (OECD, 2008) indicate that
in 2006 Australia’s graduation rate for first degrees reached 59% of the ‘typical age cohort
for tertiary education’ (p. 72), although this number includes Australia’s relatively high
percentage of international students.
From seven universities catering to 15,600 students in 1945, enrolments had increased
by more than 17 times by 1975, to 273,000 students in 17 universities and over 70 advanced
education institutions (Marginson, 1997). By 2007 the sector had expanded further to 39
public universities and a proliferation of mostly small, private, higher education insti-
tutions, together catering to 772,000 Australian students, as well as 294,000 fee-paying
overseas students (Department of Education Employment and Workplace Relations, 2009).
Alongside this massive growth in numbers has been the desire to broaden, or widen,
participation to be more representative of all Australians. Yet, despite long-standing pol-
icy initiatives introduced by governments since the 1960s, Australia’s universities have
remained dominated by the more affluent members of the community. For at least the last
20 years, people from low socio-economic backgrounds have been around three times less
likely to go to university than those from backgrounds of high socio-economic status (SES)
(Bradley, Noonan, Nugent, & Scales, 2008).
While some of the expansion in higher education participation can be attributed to
the substantial population growth in Australia during this time, this has only accounted
for around a quarter of the expansion. The increase in expectations generated by senior
secondary school completion rates and higher education participation has been largely
economically driven, reflecting the needs of a rapidly changing workforce and escalat-
ing demand for highly skilled labour. This demand is part of an international trend, driven
by the human capital needs of a globally competitive and increasingly knowledge-based
economy (Marginson, 2006; OECD, 2008). A well-educated population is now considered
‘essential for the social and economic well-being of countries and individuals’ (OECD,
2008, p. 30). In most OECD nations, this requirement is exacerbated by an ageing pop-
ulation, falling birth rates and a decline in the school leaver age group. In order to meet
the growing need for a highly educated workforce there has been a massive expansion in
higher education internationally as governments move from an elite to a mass system, or in
an increasing number of cases, a near universal system of higher education (Trow, 2006).
This expansion has meant that nations can no longer rely only on the middle-class
school leavers who have traditionally populated universities. In countries with already
high participation rates, researchers have reported that students from high income families
are at ‘saturation point’ (Berger, 2008; Higher Education Funding Council for England,
2006), adding impetus to broaden participation to students from non-traditional back-
grounds in order ‘to produce the type of educated and skilled workforce needed to remain
competitive and prosperous’ (Berger, 2008, p. 3). In Australia, Wells (2008) notes how a
continuing decline in the school leaver population, an ageing workforce and an increas-
ingly knowledge-based economy mean Australia is rapidly moving towards a major skills
crisis, particularly in relation to graduates. In the State of Victoria alone, current trends
suggest that by 2020 there will be 40,000 fewer higher education graduates than the labour
market will require (Wells, 2008).
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32 T. Gale and D. Tranter
Wells suggests that the economic imperative to widen higher education participation is
stark, providing powerful reinforcement for the social and moral imperatives to increase
the participation of under-represented groups, including older workers who may have
missed out on educational opportunities when they were younger. Equity in higher edu-
cation has now become as much a matter of economic necessity as a matter of social
justice.
Compensation: higher education in terms of fairness
Australians think of themselves as an essentially egalitarian society (Aitkin, 2005; Greig,
Lewins, & White, 2003; Smyth, Hattam, & Lawson, 1998), free of the class divides of the
UK and where ‘a fair go’ means that everyone has the right to a quality education, a good
job and a comfortable income. However, this view is becoming increasingly distant from
the lives of many. Recent research points to an increasing divide in Australia between the
haves and the have-nots, the rich and the poor, the work rich and the work poor (Di Bartolo,
2005; Gale, 2005; Vinson, 2007; Wicks, 2005).
In 2004, the first official government inquiry into poverty in Australia for 30 years
found that ‘at the end of the twentieth century, between 2 and 3.5 million Australians had
incomes below the poverty line’ (Saunders, 2005, p. 2). A year later, the St Vincent de
Paul Society used Australian Bureau of Statistics data to show that 4.5 million Australians
(23% of the population) were living in households with a combined income of less than
$A400 per week – with over 800,000 children growing up in jobless households (Wicks,
2005).
Socio-economic disadvantage in Australia is multi-dimensional and cumulative, incor-
porating far more than low income and tends to be concentrated in particular locations. In
a recent analysis of the distribution of disadvantage in Australia, Vinson (2007) describes
‘a marked degree of geographic concentration of disadvantage’ with just 1.7% of commu-
nities accounting for ‘seven times their share of the top ranking positions’ (p. xi) on the
factors that contribute to entrenched poverty, including unemployment, inadequate educa-
tion, physical and mental disabilities, limited access to information and communication
technology, imprisonment and confirmed child maltreatment, as well as low income.
In Australia today we see a substantial inequality in higher education participation,
determined very much by where one lives and where one goes to school. The Table 1 illus-
trates that in 1999, for example, young people from the affluent eastern suburbs of Adelaide
(Burnside) were up to seven times more likely to attend university than those from the outer
Table 1. Regional participation in university for 19–21-year-olds.
University
Region Rate %
Rank (out of
290 regions)
Burnside 53.4 11
Salisbury 14.3 254
Munno Para & Gawler 12.5 269
Elizabeth 7.6 288
South Australia 22.4 –
Australia 24.2 –
Source: Stevenson, Maclachlan and Karmel (1999, Appendix B3).5
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Figure 1. Low-socio-economic status participation rate in higher education (%), 1989–2006.
Source: Australian Government (2008, p. 29, from DEEWR Selected Higher
Education Statistics, various years)
northern suburbs (Elizabeth), the region with the third lowest university participation rate
in Australia and one of the 1.7% of communities Vinson describes (Stevenson, Maclachlan,
& Karmel, 1999; Vinson, 2007).
Successive Australian governments have attempted to address the issue of the under-
representation of some groups in higher education, culminating with the 2008 Review of
Australian higher education (Bradley et al., 2008), initiated by the Rudd/Gillard Labor
Government, and its recommendations. The review found that, despite Australia’s rapid
growth in higher education participation overall, this expansion has not been accompanied
by increases in social equity. Indeed Figure 1 illustrates that the proportion of students
from the lowest quartile of SES has remained remarkably stable over the last two decades
at around 14.5% (compared to a population reference value of 25%), despite a wide range
of policy initiatives across the sector.
Equal(ising) opportunity: higher education for all who are good enough
Concern about who gained access to higher education, and education in general, grew out
of the post-war nation building and Keynesian principles of universal employment and
equitable distribution of wealth stimulated by government intervention. Education was to
be the foundation for a new future for all Australians:
A tremendous confidence in government was developing, and education was becoming a pri-
mary governmental instrument for solving problems. . . . Poverty would be overcome not by
income redistribution, entailing a zero sum confrontation between the powerful classes and the
state, but through the positive-sum instrument of education. When the educational standards
of the poor were raised, poverty would disappear, amid general economic growth. (Marginson,
1997, p. 14)
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Community expectations for education attainment increased in response to the growing
need for educated labour to serve the rapidly expanding government and services sectors
(including education) and in response to government rhetoric that ‘deliberately fostered . . .
a revolution in rising expectations’ (Marginson, 1997, p. 33). This popular demand was
shaped by the two dominant policy discourses of human capital investment and equality
of educational opportunity and rapidly expanded to include higher education as demand
for university-educated workers extended to groups who had not considered this level of
education prior to the war (Trow, 2006). Educational equality was about providing or dis-
tributing opportunities to all who could benefit from them, as was clearly articulated in the
Martin (1964) report on the Future of tertiary education in Australia:
In Australia it is widely accepted that higher education should be available to all citizens
according to their inclination and capacity. (p. i)
In response to the rapid expansion in enrolments following the war, the Menzies
Government commissioned reports from Mills (1950), Murray (1957) and then Martin
(1964). These reports supported further significant expansion of higher education in order
to ‘yield direct and significant economic benefits through increasing the skill of the popu-
lation’ (Martin, 1964, p. 1) and led to major increases in Commonwealth funding of higher
education – from 20% of university income in 1951 to 43% of income by 1971 (Marginson,
1997).
As the first Chairman of the Australian Universities Commission, Martin chaired the
Committee on the Future Development of Tertiary Education in Australia, which paved
the way for the creation of a binary system of higher education comprising the more pres-
tigious research and teaching universities and other more vocationally oriented teaching
institutions, mostly colleges of advanced education (CAEs) and institutes of technology.
Much of the growth in higher education following this report was channelled into the lat-
ter less costly (and less prestigious) institutions, including large numbers of students who
were the first in their family to enter higher education; many attracted by the generous,
state-funded teaching studentships, created to meet the teaching needs of the baby boom.2
In the ten years following the Martin report the number of students in higher education
more than tripled to 273,000, with the students from CAEs and institutes of technology
making up nearly 100,000 of these students by 1973 (Marginson, 1997).
In December 1972, the Whitlam Labor Government was elected on a strong education
platform, with Whitlam asserting in his Labor Policy Speech that ‘education is the key to
equality of opportunity’ (Marginson, 1997, p. 17). Education was essential for the devel-
opment of Labor’s ‘three great aims’ to enhance equality, to involve all citizens in political
decisions and ‘to liberate the talents and uplift the horizons of the Australian people’ (ALP,
1972, as cited in Marginson, 1997, p 16). By 1974 the Government had abolished tuition
fees and introduced a universal (though means-tested) living allowance for higher educa-
tion students, with the aim of equalising access to higher education for students from all
socio-economic backgrounds.
Under Whitlam, the Federal Government assumed full responsibility for higher edu-
cation funding from the States and increased its funding three-fold. Notwithstanding
this substantial commitment, the socio-economic composition of the student population
remained unchanged during this time. The number of people from lower socio-economic
backgrounds attending higher education certainly increased, but so did those from middle-
and upper-socio-economic backgrounds. Inequalities persisted as the binary system saw
low-SES students clustered in the CAEs, newer universities and in less prestigious
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disciplines such as teaching and business, while students from high socio-economic
backgrounds dominated the established universities and professional disciplines such as
medicine and law (Anderson, Boven, Fensham, & Powell, 1980; Anderson & Vervoorn,
1983; Marginson, 1997). Any increase in equity that might have occurred had been
effectively diluted within a stratified higher education system.
Anderson’s investigation of the impact of the Whitlam Government’s abolition of uni-
versity tuition fees on the social composition of university students, established that ‘higher
status social groups . . . are consistently over represented’, especially in the more pres-
tigious universities and disciplines (Anderson et al., 1980, p. 197). Anderson and his
colleagues determined that cost was not a significant disincentive on its own. He also
demonstrated the complex interrelationship of four necessary conditions for entry to higher
education: availability of places, accessibility for qualified applicants (including affordabil-
ity and geographic access), the aspirations of students to seek a place and achievement to
qualify for entry. With his colleagues, Anderson concluded that financial assistance is not
sufficient if there is no aspiration and if universities maintain inflexible admissions pro-
cedures and conditions of entry. They recommended that policy to extend participation
should focus on both the ‘talented individual whose circumstances limit accessibility’ (p.
201) and on the inflexibility of universities’ admissions policies.
Developing this work further, Anderson and Vervoorn (1983) confirmed that despite
the ‘mushrooming growth of higher education’ there had been ‘little effect on the social
composition of the student body’ (p 2). The higher education population remained strongly
skewed toward those from privileged backgrounds, with the patterns of participation
revealing the same social inequalities as in the pre-war years. In accepting that ‘basic
scholastic ability of the sort demanded for higher study is evenly distributed through-
out society’ (p. 2), Anderson and Vervoorn argued that the Australian higher education
population should be far more representative of the population as a whole.
Rationalisation: higher education is not for everyone
Macintyre observes that ‘the Whitlam government marked the apogee of public investment
in education and the end of two decades of uninterrupted economic growth’ (Macintyre,
2008, p. 3). Towards the end of the Whitlam government, economic recession was threat-
ening and the prevailing view of political economics began to shift from the post-war
Keynesian approach of funding demand from future income, to economic rationalism or
market liberalism – responding to public demand with a more efficient supply funded from
current income and/or redirecting demand into other less costly areas. This shift had a
significant effect on equity in education, in particular on how equity and higher education
were conceived in new social and economic times.
Following 30 years of growth, the incoming conservative Fraser Government faced
rising unemployment and an increasing disillusion with the human capital arguments for
higher education expansion. Retention to Year 12 (the final year of schooling) slowed,
and even fell between 1975 and 1980, and school leaver demand for higher education
decreased. Education policy turned to meeting the more immediate needs of indus-
try and Federal Government effort was transferred to Technical and Further Education
(TAFE), where the costs per student were roughly one third of those in higher education.
During these years, federal funding of TAFE increased by 80% and enrolments by a third
(Marginson, 1997).
Whereas the creation of a binary system of higher education had the effect of diluting
social justice, the redirection of demand for higher education into TAFE had the effect
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of displacing it from the higher education policy agenda. Indeed, an Australian govern-
ment inquiry at the time (Williams, 1979) expressed the view that the structural causes
of under-representation of particular groups in higher education were more appropriately
dealt with outside the sector, before students were admitted. Nevertheless, during this
period the free tuition and universal living allowance initiated by Whitlam remained in
place.
Equity: higher education in proportion
The Australian Labor Party was returned to government in 1983 with a commitment
to enhancing participation in education, particularly for disadvantaged youth. Youth
Affairs was moved from the Department of Employment and Industrial Relations to the
Department of Education and Training and the Participation and Equity Program was intro-
duced with a priority to address the interrelated problems of youth unemployment and
low participation in post-compulsory education and training. A submission-based Higher
Education Equity Program and the Aboriginal Participation Initiative were introduced to
fund equality of opportunity projects in higher education.
During the latter half of the 1980s, retention to Year 12 and demand for university entry
began to build again and ‘the need for a better educated and more highly skilled popula-
tion was clearly recognised and widely accepted’ (Dawkins, 1988, p. 4). Still informed by
an economic rationalist disposition, and in order to lessen the cost of further expansion,
the Minister for Education, John Dawkins, responded by introducing a user-pays Higher
Education Contribution Scheme (HECS), administered through the taxation system with
university fees able to be deferred until a student earned a threshold income level. Even
though 15 years of free tuition had come to an end, the introduction of HECS was promoted
as an equity measure because of the deferred nature of repayments and the use of the funds
to expand actual university places with the creation of the ‘unified national system’ of
universities that replaced the binary system of universities and colleges. The justification
for the introduction of HECS included the favourable income expectations of graduates
and the substantial tax-payer-funded subsidy to the more economically advantaged student
body that still dominated higher education. The private gains of higher education became
paramount in policy discourse, replacing the previous emphasis on the overall public good.
In addition to HECS, Dawkins’ (1988) White Paper on the restructuring of Australian
Higher Education had a profound impact on the sector’s structure, effectively abolishing
the previous binary system of universities and CAEs, encouraging the merger of many
smaller institutions and creating a Unified National System of around 37 mostly large and
diverse universities – with a significant net gain in university places. The White Paper
also imposed widespread accountability measures on the sector, heralding an escalation of
corporate approaches to university management and a new focus on entrepreneurial and
marketisation activities (Marginson, 1997; Marginson & Considine, 2000).
Based on a resurgence of human capital theory, one of the key principles behind the
Dawkins reforms was that universities should not be the preserve of an elite but should be
accessible to all:
. . . in the past, the benefits of higher education have been enjoyed disproportionately by the
more privileged members of our community. Those benefits need to be shared more widely
and more equitably in the future. . . . The Government is committed to improving access to and
success in the higher education system. This goal is critical to our ability to realise the potential
of all Australians and to produce the highest quality graduates. (Dawkins, 1988, pp. 6, 20)
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Dawkins argued that people must not be excluded from university study on the basis of their
economic situation, ethnicity, gender or physical disability, not only as a matter of social
justice, but also as an economic imperative (Ramsay, Tranter, Charlton, & Sumner, 1998).
Improving access to higher education was an avenue for maintaining both international
economic competitiveness and social cohesion:
The larger and more diverse is the pool from which we draw our skilled work force, the greater
is our capacity to take advantage of opportunities as they emerge. The current barriers to the
participation of financially and other disadvantaged groups limit our capacity to develop the
highest skilled workforce possible and are a source of economic inefficiency . . . [Higher
education] promotes greater understanding of culture, often at odds with majority attitudes
and, in doing so, supports the development of a more just and tolerant society. (Dawkins,
1988, p. 7)
Dawkins (1988) conceded that growth of the system alone would not be sufficient and that
‘more direct and specific strategies’ (p. 21) were needed, recommending the development
of ‘a statement of national equity objectives [to] form the basis for further negotiations
between the Commonwealth and institutions on the development and funding of their
equity proposals’ (p. 55). A fair chance for all (Department of Employment Education
and Training [DEET], 1990) placed responsibility for improving student equity largely in
the hands of the universities themselves:
higher education institutions . . . have a clear responsibility to . . . [change] the balance of the
student population to reflect more closely the composition of society as a whole. (p. 2)
Equity in higher education at this time became a matter of equal representation. Six groups
of students were identified as underrepresented in higher education: people from socio-
economically disadvantaged backgrounds (low SES), Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people, people from non-English speaking backgrounds, people with disabilities, people
from rural and isolated areas and women in non-traditional studies. Universities were urged
to set and report against targets that reflected the representation of these groups in the wider
community.
The ability of the sector to meet these new equity responsibilities was enhanced by
the development of a set of equity indicators to measure performance against institutional
targets and those of the sector as a whole (Martin, 1994). In order to allow comparisons
across the system Martin also developed, for the first time, a set of system-wide definitions
of the targeted equity groups. By this stage Australian policy in higher education equity
had reached a level of considerable sophistication.
A fair chance for all continues to provide the foundation for the policy framework
for student equity in Australian higher education. A comprehensive review was commis-
sioned by the Australian Labor Government in 1995 to assess progress towards meeting
its equity objectives and to provide advice on future policy directions (National Board of
Employment Education and Training & Higher Education Council [NBEET/HEC], 1996).
The review report noted pleasing progress for most equity groups, but highlighted the very
poor progress of both low-SES and isolated target groups, particularly in relation to access
and participation rates. It is an assessment echoed more than a decade later in the Bradley
Review (Bradley et al., 2008) discussed below.
The 1996 review recommended the adoption of a number of tenets and principles on
which to base the further development of the Higher Education Equity Program. They
affirm the link between equity and quality and the need for the higher education sector
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38 T. Gale and D. Tranter
to systematically respond to the diversity of the Australian population. In particular the
review highlighted that:
• The current inequalities of representation and outcomes in higher education are
the result of multiple social, educational and economic factors and are not due to
different overall levels of ability or potential.
• The educational disadvantage experienced by some sections of the community in
part arises from inadequacies and limitations of the educational system and the
system has an obligation to redress this impact.
• The academic and administrative culture of the sector contributes to the patterns of
access and success of different groups in society.
• Responsibility for equity lies both with the governing bodies of the institution and
with all staff, and accountability will be reflected through core functions and inte-
grated with quality improvement systems in the institutions. (NBEET/HEC, 1996,
p. 74)
The emphasis on government and institutional responsibility enunciated in this report
reveals a shift in equity policy from a focus on under-representation and the deficits of
equity group students to an acknowledgment of the complexity of multiple socioeconomic
disadvantages, in part arising from the education system itself. It recognised the role of
the academic and administrative culture of the universities themselves in contributing to
inequalities in access and success and reinforced the emphasis on institutional responsibil-
ity introduced by Dawkins’ White Paper and A fair chance for all, extending accountability
to all staff and ‘the mainstream of higher education planning, governance, management and
academic practice’ (NBEET/HEC, 1996, p. 76).
The review was finalised after the 1996 federal election and a change of government
and never received formal policy status. Its findings and recommendations, however, have
contributed to equity policy and planning at institutional levels with continuing emphasis
on embedding equity in mainstream planning, policy and management and on investigating
and addressing the causes of inequity in higher education (Ramsay, 1999).
Privatisation: higher education as individual choice
While the incoming Howard Coalition government continued to give nominal support to
the equity framework established in A fair chance for all, it did so at the same time as
adopting a more pervasive economic rationalist, or neo-liberal, understanding of equity and
higher education. For example its first budget (1996) made major cuts to higher education
funding, increased HECS levels and significantly lowered the income threshold for their
repayment. These changes were justified on the basis that the individual student rather than
the general public was the primary beneficiary of higher education. Informed by the same
logic, discipline-based and differentiated HECS charges were also introduced, determined
partly on the basis of teaching costs but also justified on the expected financial return to
students.
As far as student equity is concerned, Ramsay (1999), in her analysis of the change
in policy direction, comments that ‘since the benefits of higher education are a matter of
individual competitive advantage . . . then the fate of those for whom this is not a real-
istic or available option is presumably to be viewed as an outcome of the market, and as
such not to be tampered with’ (p. 185). In terms of social justice, it can be argued that
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this was a time where retributive justice was in the ascendancy: an individual gained the
benefits of higher education if they deserved to win a place within a competitive market
through individual talent and hard work. Nevertheless, Ramsay acknowledges the continu-
ing ‘strength and significance of what remains of the Australian national equity framework’
(p. 185) and also the apparent commitment of the sector to the strategic importance of the
equity agenda. Certainly institutional equity plans, including reporting against Martin’s
equity performance indicators (1994) and separate Indigenous Education strategies, were
maintained as part of national annual reporting requirements.
Concern about the impact on student equity of the increases to HECS and the low-
ering of the repayment threshold initiated a number of studies, some commissioned by
the Government (Andrews, 1999; Aungles, Buchanan, Karmel, & MacLachlan, 2002) and
others initiated independently (Chapman & Ryan, 2005; Rasmussen, 2002). These studies
suggest that while there may have been some initial fall in demand following the 1996
changes, particularly for mature aged students, the overall impact had been insignificant
and that ‘the introduction of HECS and its variants since that time, have not discour-
aged overall participation in higher education among persons from a low-SES background’
(Aungles et al., 2002, p. 3). Indeed, these studies tend to conclude that HECS had ‘played
a major role in facilitating greater access to higher education’ (p. 30) and that ‘it is the
income-contingent repayment characteristic of HECS that protects the access of the rela-
tively poor’ (Chapman & Ryan, 2005, p. 507). Certainly the UK Government modelled the
introduction of their income-contingent, variable tuition fees in 2006 on Australia’s HECS
(Foskett, Roberts, & Maringe, 2006). Nevertheless, the impact of cost on the accessibil-
ity of higher education for students from low-SES backgrounds has remained a matter of
considerable debate amongst researchers, particularly in relation to the significant addi-
tional expenses incurred by students from rural and isolated areas (Birch & Miller, 2006;
Cardak & Ryan, 2006; Godden, 2007). Similar concerns are echoed in research overseas
(Cunningham, Redmond, & Merisotis, 2003; Finnie & Mueller, 2008; Foskett et al., 2006).
The increased emphasis on a user-pays ideology was central to the Howard Govern-
ment’s 1998 review of higher education financing and policy (West, 1998), which ‘placed
economic choice at the centre of decision-making’ with only ‘residual regulation to main-
tain access by some disadvantaged students’ (Marginson & Considine, 2000, p. 36). West
sought to move higher education from a supply-driven to a demand-driven model, includ-
ing extension to the full fee-paying, domestic undergraduate market, the accreditation of
private universities and the introduction of a voucher system of student entitlement. While
most of the recommendations of this report were considered to be too politically hazardous
at the time and were not adopted, they reappeared four years later in Minister Nelson’s
Crossroads review (2002) and Backing Australia’s future (2003). Nelson, the Australian
Minister for Education at the time, introduced fee-paying undergraduate places for domes-
tic students who could afford to pay their way into prestigious courses. He also permitted
institutions to increase students’ HECS contributions by up to 25%.3
To counter the increased cost of tuition, Nelson introduced the Commonwealth
Learning Scholarships (to assist with education and accommodation costs), to be allocated
to students on the basis of individual financial need. Universities were required to provide
their own equity scholarships in order to qualify for funds from the new performance-
based Higher Education Equity Support Program. A significant increase in funds was
made available through a performance-based model to finance outreach and student sup-
port activities for low-SES students, with a particular emphasis on the Coalition’s strong
rural and regional constituency.
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It is ironic that the same government that significantly increased the costs of higher
education and argued that cost is not a major deterrent for people from low-SES back-
grounds, also chose to allocate substantial funds to provide scholarships as a key equity
intervention to improve participation. The proliferation of these scholarships became a
significant frustration for equity practitioners in Australia due to the complexity of their
administration in return for relatively small gain (most were around $AU2,000 a year)
(Equal Opportunity Practitioners in Higher Education Australasia, 2008). The emphasis
on scholarships reflected neoliberal individualist or ‘retributive’ notions of social justice.
Equity was targeted at the ‘deserving individual’. This preference for a model targeting
worthy individuals was in opposition to the more general adjustment to student finances
required, and argued for strongly by the sector (ref the Student Finances surveys sponsored
by AVCC) (James, Baldwin, Coates, Krause, & McInnis, 2007).
Minister Nelson also commissioned a review of equity groups and performance
(Coates & Krause, 2005; James et al., 2004). The review noted that women, people from
non-English-speaking backgrounds and people with disabilities had improved their partic-
ipation significantly while there had been little, if any, progress for people from low-SES,
rural, isolated and Indigenous backgrounds. The report’s emphasis on quantitative repre-
sentation raised, for the first time, the question of men’s under-representation, particularly
in the disciplines of education and nursing and suggested that men should be considered an
additional equity group. Following significant debate across the sector about the question
of disadvantage as opposed to representation, gender was removed from the equity frame-
work altogether, although universities were asked to continue to monitor gender across all
fields of study. Recommendations for more comprehensive measures of educational dis-
advantage, including SES, were not adopted. However, reporting on the remaining equity
performance indicators continued as a requirement within the national policy framework.
Widening participation: higher education as social inclusion
Despite these regulatory measures, equity continued to operate at the margins of most
university activity. The election of the Rudd/Gillard Labor government on an ‘education
revolution’ platform and its early creation of a newMinistry of Social Inclusion, co-located
with Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, provided an early indication that
equity was to be more central to education policy. The adoption of the term ‘social inclu-
sion’ suggested a ‘Third Way’ approach to social justice (Giddens, 2001), echoing the
policy approach of the Blair Government, which combined the economic and the social
through a focus on inclusion in society, primarily through participation in the labour
force.
The appointment of Denise Bradley, former Vice Chancellor and renowned advo-
cate for educational equity, to chair the 2008 Review of Australian higher education and
the emphasis on social inclusion and the transformative role of higher education in that
review’s report, confirmed equity as central to policy development in Australian higher
education. The Government’s initial response to the Bradley report further confirmed this
commitment, although it was somewhat circumscribed due to the global financial crisis. In
particular, the Government established targets to increase the proportion of Australian 25–
34-year-olds with a Bachelor degree to 40% by 2025 and the proportion of undergraduate
enrolments from low-socioeconomic backgrounds to 20% by 2020 (Gillard, 2009). While
these targets are softer than those recommended by Bradley4 and will not see Australia keep
up with leading OECD countries such as Ireland, Sweden or even the UK, they began to cre-
ate some unease among Australian universities, especially as they were to be accompanied
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by a more demand-driven model of student funding. Importantly, the then Minister for
Education, Julia Gillard (2009), stipulated that ‘every higher education institution must
play its part . . . social inclusion must be a core responsibility of all institutions that accept
public funding’; not only the responsibility of the newer and regional universities.
Following this increased emphasis by government on widening participation in higher
education, many universities took up the government’s challenge and embarked on rein-
vigorating and extending existing programs and/or establishing new programs aimed at
encouraging and enabling more and different kinds of students to access and partici-
pate in higher education. Increasing numbers of universities developed partnerships with
schools in their catchment areas, while others developed partnership arrangements with
other universities and, in some cases, TAFEs. Much of this activity heralded an increas-
ing differentiation across the university sector, with some institutions concentrating their
efforts on postgraduate courses, leaving the bulk of the undergraduate provision to others
(including an increasing involvement by TAFE) and positioning them as feeder institutions.
These new arrangements raised questions about the channelling of access for equity groups
into lower-level institutions, while at the same time noting that upper-level TAFE qualifi-
cations were no better in terms of the representation of people from low-SES backgrounds
than the nation’s universities (Wheelahan, 2009).
In large measure, the significant boost in funding to universities provided under the
Higher Education Participation and Partnership Program provided the stimulus for this
increased level of activity. By mid-2010, enrolment figures for the 2010 academic year
indicated a 9.9% increase on the previous year and a 9.4% increase in applications from
people from low-SES backgrounds (Commonwealth of Australia, 2010). However, given
that the shift in policy only occurred the year prior, it is likely that enrolment growth was
more the result of the Global Financial Crisis and the easing of government limits on enrol-
ment numbers than because of increased activity by universities to attract students. The
impact of these changes will only become evident in future years and will be dependent on
the outcome of the 2010 federal election.
Conclusion
There are at least three conclusions that can be drawn from this account of social justice in
Australian higher education policy.
First, periods of expansion to the Australian higher education system have always been
accompanied by distributive notions of social justice: in this case, equal opportunity to
access and participate in higher education. To some extent, the need to redress the dis-
advantages experienced by some Australians has provided a rationale for expansionary
periods. As Julia Gillard (Minister for Education, 2007–2010) (2008) has explained:
A nation that thinks of itself as essentially egalitarian can’t sit by idly while those from dis-
advantaged backgrounds are denied the life opportunities that come from higher education –
things like higher incomes, career progression, intellectual fulfilment and self-knowledge.
It is important to note, though, that historically the fair distribution of opportunities and
outcomes has never been enough (in a policy sense) to justify higher education’s expansion.
Economic justifications have also been required and, for the most part, they have been
positioned as the more substantive element of any argument for expansion. Social policy
has tended to be subsumed by economic policy. As noted above, this was well illustrated
in the higher education policies of the 1980s and 1990s:
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The current barriers to the participation of financially and other disadvantaged groups limit
our capacity to develop the highest skilled workforce possible and are a source of economic
inefficiency. (Dawkins, 1988, p. 7)
In more recent times, the economic rationale for higher education has been even more cen-
tral, particularly in terms of justifying expansion. While earlier expansions to Australian
higher education were undertaken in response to high levels of ‘unmet student demand’
(greater numbers of eligible applicants to university than places available), the current
expansion to the system is being contemplated for very different reasons: the perceived
need for more knowledge workers in order to increase the nation’s competitiveness in a
global knowledge economy.
In this context, students from disadvantaged backgrounds are being enlisted into uni-
versity in order to achieve the nation’s economic aspirations. Principles of social justice
are involved to the extent that these aspirations require that the disadvantaged are not left
behind in the nation’s economic development. ‘Widening participation’ in higher education
and ‘social inclusion’ more generally are seen as possible only in periods of expansion.
That is, the vision of social justice has tended to be distributive rather than re-distributive.
Equalising opportunities for social groups to participate in higher education by redistribut-
ing existing opportunities (from the advantaged to the less advantaged) has not been a
palatable option. Whereas, expanding the system has enabled the creation and distribu-
tion of new opportunities without old ones being lost, even though the evidence to date is
that this has not led to greater representation in university of people from disadvantaged
groups.
A second conclusion that can be drawn from the above policy analysis is that peri-
ods (e.g. during the Howard Government) of ‘consolidation’ in higher education provision
tend to be accompanied by retributive notions of social justice (Gale & Densmore, 2000).
Indeed, it can be argued that these periods are conceived as counter to the perceived
excesses of distributive justice. The justification tends to be that access to higher education
by greater numbers of people undermines the benefits of higher education (see Gillard,
2008, above). In particular, the inclusion of more people from disadvantaged backgrounds
may be seen to undermine the talent and hard work of ‘deserving individuals’ and tradi-
tional notions of merit and standards. (This is a strong discourse in the UK at this moment
under the Tory/Liberal Democratic Coalition.) In this sense, retributive justice calls into
question the ‘social’ in social justice by emphasising and protecting the rights of individu-
als. It also emphasises the diversification and stratification of higher education, to facilitate
the differentiation of opportunities according to ‘merit’.
A third conclusion is that Australian higher education policy and practice is yet to be
fully informed by a recognitive social justice. Yet, as more and diverse groups of people
gain access to and participate in higher education, the silence with respect to who these
students are and what they have to contribute cannot be justified in social justice terms.
Specifically, ‘the fetish with access to the curriculum, without considering the curriculum
itself, is symptomatic of a central weakness in mainstream equality discourse’ (Marginson,
1993, p. 244). More qualitative equity concerns about the existing curricula, pedagogy
and relations of power and governance within universities, have been generally ignored or
‘only considered worth addressing to the extent that they inhibit throughput and output’
(Fitzclarence & Kenway, 1993, p. 93). It is no longer sufficient to think about equity in
terms of proportional representation. Social justice in higher education must also include
a sense of ‘epistemological equity’. As Sefa Dei (2008) explains:
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The question of how to create spaces where multiple knowledges can co-exist in the Western
academy is central; especially so, since Eurocentric knowledge subsumes and appropriates
other knowledges without crediting sources. At issue is the search for epistemological equity.
(p. 8)
In a context of higher education for the masses, recognitive justice requires a deeper under-
standing of the knowledges, values and understandings that all students bring to university.
And this necessarily implies creating spaces for them, not simply creating more places.
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